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families	 and	 interracial	 families.	 The	 proportion	 of	 unmarried	 or	 divorced	 families	 has	 also	
increased,	as	it	has	the	number	of	married	and	unmarried	couples	that	opt	to	not	have	children	
and,	 additionally,	more	 couples	 are	 opting	 for	 adoption	 and	 foster	 parenting	 (Pew	 Research	
Center	 2010).	 	 Furthermore,	 the	 percentage	 of	 households	 where	 all	 the	 adults	 work	 has	
increased,	 which	 impacts	 the	 amount	 and	 quality	 of	 time	 available	 for	 family	 activities	 and	
household	chores	(Bianchi,	Robinson	and	Milkie	2006).	These	and	other	trends	have	led	to	the	
identification	of	“work-family	balance”	as	an	important	challenge	of	our	times,	one	that	families	




Methods:	 	Study	 goal:	 To	 describe	 the	perceptions	 that	 some	DU	 community	members	with	
children	 have	 about	 work-family	 balance	 with	 attention	 to	 challenges,	 difficulties	 and	
institutional	responses.	Study	design:	Descriptive,	cross-sectional,	qualitative	study.	Population	
and	sample:	We	recruited	63	University	of	Denver	students	(13),	staff	(14)	and	faculty	(36)	who	
are	 responsible	 of	 parenting	 at	 least	 one	 child	 under	 10	 years	 of	 age.	 We	 used	 purposive	
sampling.	which	consists	 in	actively	 finding	 individuals	who	meet	 the	criteria.	Data	collection:	
Semi	 structured	 interviews	 (January	 23-February	 8,	 2017),	 in	 person,	 audio	 recorded	 and	
transcribed	 within	 one	 week.	 Participants’	 autonomy,	 confidentiality	 and	 anonymity	 were	
protected	 throughout	 the	 process.	 Data	 analysis:	 Thematic	 analysis,	 which	 consists	 in	 the	
systematic	 identification	of	 themes	 in	 the	 interview	 transcripts,	 followed	by	 their	 conceptual	
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reaching	 out	 to	 parents,	 especially	 students	 and	 single	 parents,	 to	 offer	 them	 guidance	 and	
support	that	 is	already	in	place	at	DU,	such	as	counselling	and	wellbeing	resources,	as	well	as	
orientation	 related	 to	 institutional	 policies.	 Policies	 related	 to	maternity	 and	 paternity	 leave	
should	 be	 refined	 to	 ensure	 that	 they	 do	 not	 negatively	 affect	 those	 they	 are	 supposed	 to	
support.	 Convenient,	 affordable	 and	 sustainable	 on-campus	 child	 care	 options	 should	 be	
seriously	considered	given	that	they	would	enhance	the	possibilities	for	parents	to	participate	in	
activities	 at	DU.	Events	 should	be	organized	where	members	of	 the	DU	community	have	 the	
opportunity	to	share	not	as	students,	staff	or	faculty,	but	as	members	of	families.	
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Introduction	
This	study	is	a	product	of	the	University	of	Denver’s	Winter	2017	Cultural	Anthropology	(ANTH	
2010)	 class.	 The	 creation	 of	 this	 study	 originated	 from	 the	 class’s	 interest	 in	 unpacking	 the	
perceptions	 of	 work/life	 balance	 held	 by	 members	 of	 the	 University’s	 community	 who	 are	
parents	to	children	under	the	age	of	ten.	Through	structured	interviews	with	various	members	
of	the	University	of	Denver	community	who	are	parents	to	young	children,	including	staff,	faculty	









to	pinpoint	 the	community’s	 shared	perceptions	 regarding	how	to	balance	 the	 time	spent	on	
work	and	the	time	allotted	for	free-time	and	family	activities.	
To	accurately	capture	the	complexity	of	our	findings,	our	researchers	organized	them	in	the	ideas	
of	 Family	 Dynamics,	 Support,	 Personal	 Challenges,	 and	 Work/Life	 balance.	 Further,	 these	
concepts	all	include	related	subthemes	that	aim	to	form	a	more	cohesive	picture	of	the	overall	
perceptions	of	work/life	balance	at	the	University	of	Denver,	which	will	be	discussed	at	a	later	









promotes	 individualism	 and	 increasingly	 emphasizes	 hard	 work	 as	 a	 means	 to	 success	 and	
happiness.	As	we	will	discuss	momentarily,	 recent	studies	 report	changes	 in	 family	dynamics,	
family	composition,	trends	in	the	workforce,	trends	in	the	workload,	as	well	as	changes	in	the	
economy	 and	 in	 how	 parents	 balance	 work	 and	 life	 in	 the	 United	 States	 accordingly.	 These	
findings	suggest	that	research	on	how	people	within	this	cultural	context	perceive	and	experience	
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these	changes	on	an	individual	level	is	not	only	important	but	potentially	crucial	for	identifying	





















century,	 so	 has	 the	 roles	 of	 its	 members,	 particularly	 regarding	 the	 amount	 of	 work	 they	









The	 studies	 in	 this	 book	 show	 that	 the	 workload	 (specifically	 paid	 market	 work)	 of	 today’s	
parents,	both	mothers	and	 fathers,	have	 increased	over	 the	 last	half-century	 (Bianchi,	 2006).	
Parents	tend	to	put	in	more	hours	at	their	jobs	than	they	have	in	the	past	in	order	to	help	support	
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their	families	and	provide	luxury	items	in	addition	to	necessities.	Within	this	trend	of	increased	








tendency	 to	 put	 in	 more	 unpaid	 work	 hours	 than	 fathers.	 According	 to	 their	 findings,	 this	
disproportionate	balance	of	nonmarket	work	has	not	changed	significantly	over	the	years,	and	
while	 the	overall	workload	of	parents	has	 increased,	 it	 is	not	due	 to	an	 increased	amount	of	
nonmarket	work.	The	relative	amounts	of	housework	and	childcare	for	both	fathers	and	mothers	


















of	 as	 bills	 and	 coins,	 this	 form	 of	 currency	 actually	 only	makes	 up	 about	 5%	 to	 10%	 of	 the	
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from	debtors.	Since	the	economy	makes	money	with	money,	perpetual	economic	growth	 is	a	
necessity.	 When	 this	 system	 failed	 in	 2007,	 decline	 in	 GDP	 lead	 to	 historic	 levels	 of	
unemployment,	 bank	 closures,	 and	 institutional	 collapse	 from	 which	 our	 society	 is	 still	
recovering.	 Neoliberalism	 became	 a	 dominating	 philosophy	 in	 the	 United	 States	 in	 the	 early	
1970s	to	account	 for	 this	 threat,	as	 it	allowed	for	 this	perpetual	economic	growth	by	 limiting	
governmental	involvement.	The	reward	is	a	system	that	provides	all	the	materialistic	desires	of	
the	modern	capitalist	at	“low”	prices,	and	continues	to	profit	as	well.	Robbins	and	Dowty	(2010)	







(1981)	 describes	 this	 change	 starting	 in	 the	 early	 1960s	 with	 consumer	 expectations	 aimed	
towards	owning	 the	many	new	or	previously	prohibitively	expensive	products	such	as	dryers,	
washing	 machines,	 televisions,	 household	 furnishings,	 and	 automobiles	 (Harris,	 1981).	
Purchasing	 these	 items	 pulled	 married	 women	 who	 previously	 relied	 on	 their	 husbands	 for	
money	into	the	job	market	to	supplement	income.	Married	women's’	work	then	became	as	much	
for	purchasing	power	as	it	was	for	upkeep,	even	if	at	the	same	time	it	was	linked	to	women’s	
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childcare	 (Desilver,	 2014).	 This	 option	 serves	 as	 a	 strategy	 for	 parents	 who	 are	 against	




















purposeful	sampling	 (also	known	as	purposive	sampling	or	 judgement	sampling),	which	 is	
the	most	common	type	of	non-probabilistic	sampling	technique	used	in	qualitative	research,	
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minute	 interview.	 The	 four	 Graduate	 Teaching	 Assistants	 and	 the	 Instructor	 advised	 and	
supported	 this	 process.	 Prior	 to	 recruiting	 them,	 participants	 were	 presented	 with	 a	
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TABLE 1.PARTICIPANTS BY AGE, GENDER, AND MAIN TYPE OF JOB AT DU 
 20-29 years 30-39 years 40-49 years 50-59 years TOTAL 
 Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female Male 
Faculty 2 1 8 2 11 9 1 2 22 14 
Staff 0 1 7 3 0 3 0 0 7 7 
Student 5 2 3 1 1  0 0 9 3 
TOTAL 7 4 18 6 12 12 1 2 38 24 
 11 24 24 3 62 
*One female faculty member declined to give her age 
Participants’	main	academic	or	administrative	unit	of	affiliation	is	shown	in	Table	2,	where	it	is	
revealed	 that	one	 third	of	participants	came	 from	the	Division	of	Arts,	Humanities	and	Social	
Sciences	(AHSS),	but	the	remaining	are	distributed	in	a	variety	of	academic	units.		
TABLE 2. PARTICIPANTS BY ACADEMIC OR ADMINISTRATIVE UNIT AND MAIN TYPE OF JOB AT DU 
Academic or administrative unit Faculty Staff Student TOTAL 
College of Business 5 0 2 7 
College of Law 0 0 2 2 
Division of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences 15 4 3 22 
Division of Natural Sciences and Mathematics 7 0 0 7 
School of Engineering and Computer Science 2 0 1 3 
School of International Studies 1 1 0 2 
School of Professional Psychology 0 0 2 2 
School of Social Work 0 0 2 2 
Other 6 9 1 16 
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TABLE 3. PARTICIPANTS BY TIME AFFILIATED WITH DU BY ACADEMIC UNIT 
Time at DU Faculty Staff Student TOTAL 
Less than 1 year 6 2 4 12 
Between 1 and 5 years 8 3 9 20 
Between 5 and 10 years 14 5 0 19 
Between 10 and 20 years 6 4 0 10 
More than 20 years 2 0 0 2 
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Work	/	Life	Balance	can	be	defined	as	the	ability	that	one	must	time	manage	and	create	a	balance	
between	 their	 personal	 home	 lives	 and	 their	 work-related	 lives.	 In	 this	 study	we	 specifically	
looked	at	students,	 faculty,	and	staff	at	 the	University	of	Denver	who	currently	have	children	
under	the	age	of	ten.	These	parents	all	had	their	own	struggles	concerning	this	topic,	and	each	
individual	managed	 their	 life	 in	different	ways.	 This	 larger	 theme	of	Work	 /	 Life	Balance	was	
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Family	 dynamics	 is	 a	 broadly	 encompassing	 theme	 which	 defines	 the	 familial	 structure	 and	
responsibilities	of	family	members	towards	one	another.	It	consists	of	implicit	and	explicit	values	
stemming	 from	 social	 interactions	 between	 family	 members	 as	 well	 as	 from	 the	 larger	
community	 culture.	 Family	 dynamics	 vary	 from	 family	 to	 family	 yet	 also	 reflect	 the	 society's	
cultural	 perceptions	 of	 family	 roles.	 For	 this	 ethnographic	 study,	 we	 looked	 at	 how	 family	
dynamics	 are	 defined	 or	 changed	 by	 the	 responsibilities	 of	 the	workplace,	 and	 the	 need	 for	
balance	between	raising	a	child	and	participating	in	the	DU	community.	Interviews	consistently	
demonstrated	 the	 difficulties	 of	 balancing	 parental	 duties	with	 duties	 to	 the	DU	 community.	
Family	dynamics	play	a	pivotal	role	in	the	decision-making	process	that	parents	must	constantly	
make	concerning	the	distribution	of	responsibilities	and	willingness	to	compromise	social	values.		
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valued	 spending	 time	 with	 their	 kids	 above	 all	 else.	 The	 economic	 costs	 and	 benefits	 of	
outsourcing	care	 typically	become	 irrelevant	 for	 these	parents	who	see	 time	spent	with	 their	
children	as	limited,	and	thus	organize	the	family	dynamic	and	work	balance	in	a	way	that	gives	




an	 underlying	 suspicion	 of	 outside	 help	 as	 inferior	 to	 parental	 care.	 Parents	 are	 naturally	
protective	of	their	children	and	such	tendencies	may	also	contribute	to	this	desire	to	care	for	
their	 children	 themselves.	 It	 is	 also	 necessary	 to	 discuss	 here	 the	 extreme	 costs	 of	 childcare	
services.	Many	 interviewees	 discussed	 how	 it	was	 simply	 not	within	 their	means	 to	 afford	 a	
babysitter	or	daycare	center	for	their	children.	One	parent	explained	that	they	made	the	decision	
not	to	hire	a	nanny	because	they	could	not	afford	to	"economically"	or	"emotionally."	The	value	
of	 raising	 kids	 independently	 could	 also	 thus	 be	 in	 part	 a	 rationalization	 of	 the	 benefits	 of	
independence	versus	the	costs	of	outside	help.	
While	some	parents	thus	exhibited	a	desire	to	raise	their	children	on	their	own,	what	was	striking	
was	 the	 extreme	 gratitude	 that	 parents	 who	 did	 have	 help	 from	 other	 family	 members,	
babysitters,	 and	 daycare	 centers	 showed.	 Aside	 from	extended	 family,	 support	 networks	 are	
often	drawn	together	from	friends,	neighbors,	and	coworkers.	One	interviewee	explained	their	
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relationship	with	their	neighbor:	"we	have	neighbor	with	children	of	the	same	age	[as	ours].	If	
you	need	 to	 run	one	of	 them	 to	 the	doctor	 because	 they	 cut	 themselves,	 you	 could	 call	 the	
neighbor.	I	don’t	see	how	people	would	do	it	if	they	were	new	to	the	city	and	they	don’t	have	
that	support	network."	The	community	thus	becomes	an	extension	of	the	family,	helping	parents	
with	 the	 responsibilities	of	 raising	 their	 kids.	 In	 return,	parents	are	perhaps	expected	 to	help	
other	parents	with	their	kids,	or	in	the	case	of	babysitters	simply	pay	them	for	their	time.	It	is	
also	 important	 to	 note	 that	 many	 interviewees	 explained	 that	 hiring	 a	 nanny	 would	 be	 too	
expensive	 for	 them	and	 is	not	an	option.	While	 it's	 impossible	 to	say	whether	 they	would	be	








of	 different	 institutions	 also	 became	 an	 aid	 or	 an	 obstacle	 for	 parents	 to	 maneuver.	 One	
interviewee	talked	about	how	her	previous	job's	work	culture	was	much	less	tolerant	of	children,	


















Perceptions about work/life balance among DU community members with young children 
 
Cultural Anthropology (ANTH 2010) winter 2017  18 





The	 Personal	 Challenges	 theme	 has	 seven	 sub-themes	 within	 it.	 These	 include:	 Emails,	
Organization,	 Financial	 balance,	 Control,	 Time	management,	 Boundaries,	 and	 Transportation.	
While	compiling	the	findings	it	became	obvious	that	most	of	these	sub-themes	could	be	grouped	
under	 two	 overarching	 personal	 challenges:	 Time	management	 and	 Boundaries.	 The	 biggest	
challenges	to	students,	staff,	and	faculty	seemed	to	be	managing	when	time	would	be	spent	on	
family	 and	when	 it	would	 be	 used	 for	work,	 and	most	 seek	 to	make	 sure	 there	was	 a	 clear	




also	 many	 excerpts	 from	 the	 interviews	 that	 showed	 how	 email	 has	 changed	 the	 way	 that	
students	and	professors	communicate.	Organization	relates	to	how	people	manage	their	time	
and	how	organized	they	are	about	their	schedule.	Many	interviews	had	some	mention	of	how	
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much	organization	they	had	to	devote	time	to,	and	the	result	it	had	on	their	work/life	balance.	
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and	 home	 life.	 Often	 sub-themes	 can	 be	 grouped	 together	 under	 Time	 management	 or	
Boundaries,	or	both.	Differences	between	faculty,	staff,	and	students	most	of	the	time	are	due	
to	different	amounts	of	control	and	transportation.	The	role	someone	has	within	the	University	








Perceptions about work/life balance among DU community members with young children 
 










I	 know,	 there	 is	not	 childcare	provided	 for	DU	employees	who	do	not	 get	 their	 children	 into	
Fisher.”	
Branching	 off	 that,	 there	 seemed	 to	 be	 a	 common	 theme	 among	 the	 different	 respondents	
regarding	 the	 frustration	 of	 getting	 into	 “Fisher”,	 the	 closest	 daycare	 facility	 to	 campus.	 The	
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easier	 for	 those	 in	 the	 DU	 community.	 These	 resources/strategies	 can	 be	 daycare	 facilities,	
transportation,	family	members,	nannies,	friends,	etc.	Convenience	can	be	any	of	these	things	
along	with	smaller	things	that	make	day-to-day	life	easier,	like	one	respondent	who	said:	“I	have	






















possibilities	 for	 parents	 to	 participate	 in	 activities	 at	 DU.	 Events	 should	 be	 organized	where	
members	of	the	DU	community	have	the	opportunity	to	share	not	as	students,	staff	or	faculty,	
but	as	members	of	families.	
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Limitations	of	this	study	include:	lack	of	statistical	generalizability	given	the	sampling	approach,	
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Appendix	
Informed	consent	document:	
As	 part	 of	 the	 Cultural	 Anthropology	 class	 I	 am	 taking	 this	 quarter,	 we	 are	 interviewing	 DU	


























4. How	 many	 adults	 participate	 in	 raising	 your	 children?	 (Are	 there	 other	 adults,	 such	 as	 spouses,	
stepparents,	other	relatives,	nannies,	or	other	who	share	with	you	these	responsibilities?)	
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12. How	 do	 you	 distribute	 childcare	 responsibilities	 and	 tasks	 with	 other	 adults	 (such	 as	 spouse,	
stepparents,	other	relatives,	nannies	or	other)?	Are	you	the	default	person	to	be	contacted	by	the	
preschool/school/nanny/coach/afterschool	program	in	case	of	emergency?	
13. What	other	 resources	do	you	have	available	 to	support	you	with	childcare?	 (i.e.	 relatives,	 friends,	
drop-in	day	care,	or	other)	
14. What	reactions	have	you	perceived	at	work	when	you	miss	work-related	activities	due	to	childcare	
related	 responsibilities?	 (i.e.	 snow	 day,	 child	 sick	 at	 home,	 childcare	 plans	 fall	 apart,	 or	 other	
situations).	 Work-related	 activities	 could	 be	 meetings,	 classes,	 workshops,	 lectures	 by	 visiting	
scholars,	receptions,	or	other.	
15. What	support	 is	available	at	DU,	 in	terms	of	policies	or	other	resources,	which	helps	you	maintain	
your	work/life	balance,	specifically	related	to	childcare?	What	other	support	would	you	 like	DU	to	
offer	to	people	with	children?	
16. Is	there	anything	you	would	like	to	add?	
 
